endowed also with individualizing traits. What they
say and do in Southwark and along the road consti-
tutes a story of marvellous interest and veracity. It
has never occurred to anyone to doubt that the four
teenth century was unforgettably interpreted in this
frame-tale, that by means of it we are unusually well
informed about the way people thought and felt and
talked in the reign of Richard II. It is no less true
that the pilgrims have a validity beyond their own
time. They seem as real to us in the twentieth century
as do the creatures whom contemporary novelists
have represented—more real, indeed, than are all but
a few characters of fiction, since the essentials of
human nature are in them. We have no pardoners
nowadays, but Chaucer's Pardoner is made known to
us with pitiless adequacy. He has his modern coun-
terparts, but—like Shakespeare's Autolycus—he is
the universal summation of his kind. So, in her way,
is the Wife of Bath, whom we may reasonably con-
sider the greatest figure of comedy ever put into a
book.
The tales these people tell are fitted to them with
varying degrees of dramatic propriety, some very
closely, some more loosely. It was appropriate that
the Knight should tell about Palamon and Arcite
and the Reeve about the miller at Trumpington; it
was inevitable that the story of the drunken revellers
should be assigned to the Pardoner and that of a
tricky canon to the Canon's Yeoman. Here, again,
the unfinished state of the stories leads tp some odd-
ities. There is evidence in the text that Chaucer
wrote the Shipman's Tale for a woman, presumably
for the Wife of Bath, and that he had never made
the necessary alterations to fit it to thp rough sailor.
Similarly the Second Nun's Tale evidently was writ-
ten for readers, without thought of any speaker;
Chaucer was honouring St. Cecilia when he composed
it, and had made no changes, In every case, of coime,
fee wa$ really the story-teller and did not let realism
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